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How Epistemic Justice can Inform Gender Equality in a Technological University 
 
Yvonne Galligan  
TU Dublin 
 
Sara Clavero 
Queen’s University Belfast 
 
Abstract 
This article has two aims: one is to map the landscape of gender (in)equality in science and 
technology universities and the customary lens through which this deficit is analysed. The 
second is to explore the concept of epistemic justice, unpacking its features and discussing its 
relevance in a higher education context. This leads to a consideration of the application of 
epistemic justice to science and technological universities, where knowledge production and 
sharing takes place in a highly masculinised environment. In this context, the intersection of 
epistemic justice and gender equality is a particularly relevant dimension of academic and 
institutional life. The article seeks to open a dialogue about the gendered nature of the academy, 
and on how the application of epistemic justice as a concept can inform meaningful gender 
equality initiatives to build sustainable change.   
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Introduction 
Advancing women in research and innovation has been a focus of attention in the European 
Union for twenty years. Governments have responded by formulating gender equality strategies 
and policies, national research organisations have developed funding rubrics that incorporate 
gender equality expectations, EU-funded projects have developed sophisticated analytical tools 
to assist in understanding and tackling gender gaps, and higher education institutions have 
committed to gender equality plans (European Research Area and Innovation Committee 2018, 
p. 4-5). Parallel to these initiatives, gender equality provisions are being integrated into national 
excellence evaluation frameworks, as illustrated by the UK’s Research Excellence Framework 
and Germany’s Excellence Initiative (Riegraf & Weber, 2017). Yet these multiple and concerted 
efforts are not managing to rapidly change gendered cultures and practices in European higher 
education. 
 
This article aims to discuss this manifest gender inequality in higher education through the 
theoretical lens of epistemic justice. The next section draws together data on the gendered 
patterns in technological universities and the particular overt and subtle challenges that present in 
addressing these trends. This scoping of the problem provides the context in which the article 
describes and critiques the four current approaches through which gender inequality is addressed 
in higher education. A range of gender equality initiatives in technological universities are then 
presented and mapped onto the four applied approaches. It then elaborates on the concept of 
epistemic justice as an analytical construct that goes more deeply into the gendered cultures of 
universities, revealing the gendered nature of ‘neutral’ concepts such as merit and excellence. In 
conclusion, it holds that this approach is especially relevant for gender analysis of technological 
universities given the complex challenges they face in creating a sustainable equality culture. 
2
Irish Journal of Academic Practice, Vol. 8 [2020], Iss. 1, Art. 2
https://arrow.tudublin.ie/ijap/vol8/iss1/2
DOI: https://doi.org/10.21427/w5jg-nq60
3 
 
 
Gender Inequality in Universities of Science and Technology: Scoping the issue 
The under-representation of women in universities of science and technology, also known as 
technological universities, constitutes a particular challenge in the promotion of gender equality. 
This becomes apparent from an examination of data comparing overall gender patterns in 
European universities with the patterns in science and technology universities. A recent 
comprehensive mapping of gender equality, best practice initiatives, and diversity management 
in 31 universities of science and technology revealed that women held 16% of Rector/President 
posts, which is some way off the average 22% across all EU higher education institutions (Klee 
et al., 2019a, p. 30; European Commission, 2019a, p. 129). With regard to the academic career 
path, women held 17% of full (Grade A) professorships in universities of science and 
technology, compared with an average of 24% across all higher education institutions in the 
EU28 (Klee et al., 2019a, p. 32; European Commission, 2019a, p. 121).  
 
At the entry level to the academic career path, women made up 48% of doctoral graduates in the 
European Union member states (EU28), though proportionally fewer of them were in 
engineering, manufacturing and construction (29%) and information and communication 
technologies (21%) (European Commission 2019a, p. 6). Science and technology universities 
were better at integrating women into advanced studies in STEM fields, with women comprising 
33% of doctoral graduates from these institutions in 2018. However, there is no evidence of an 
increase over time in the share of women graduating with PhDs from these universities (Klee et 
al., 2019a, p. 32).  
 
3
Galligan and Clavero: Epistemic Justice
Published by ARROW@TU Dublin, 2020
4 
 
A third differentiating gender point in universities of science and technology is the absence of a 
‘scissors’ pattern of progression from undergraduate to full professor typical of the gendered 
career path in academia more generally. Instead the gendered academic trajectory runs in parallel 
lines that diverge at the top levels. In 2018, women comprised 36% of undergraduate students, 
and the proportion of women in all grades never exceeded this point. Women were least 
represented at the top of the academic career path, Grade A professor (17%) (Klee et al., 2019a, 
p. 32). In contrast, in the EU28, women comprised a majority (55%) of undergraduate and 
masters students and graduates (58%), before dipping below parity at doctoral level (48%) and 
declining thereafter to 22% of Grade A professors (European Commission 2019a, p. 116). 
However, when science and engineering only is examined across EU higher education, the 
pattern is very similar to that found in the CESAER survey - women make up 37% of 
undergraduate and masters students, 39% of these graduates, and thereafter declines to 15% of 
Grade A professors (European Commission 2019a, p. 117).  
 
Figure 1 Male and Females in Higher Education, 2018 (%) 
Source: Klee et al., 2019a, p. 32 
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It is clear from this data review that science and technology universities are confronted with 
particular challenges to achieving gender equality. One challenge is to increase gender diversity 
among the study body in STEM disciplines; a second is to graduate an equal proportion of 
female and male doctoral students; a third challenge is to address the ‘leaky pipeline’ (a 
perennial issue for academia more generally), and a fourth is to address the absence of women in 
science and technology university decision-making. These are the observable points on which 
action is required.  
 
There is a range of subtle barriers that contribute to the gender inequality profile illustrated by 
the data. These include the persistence of bias against women students and academics in STEM 
disciplines; the problem of female ‘exceptionalism’ - being the only woman (or being in a small 
minority of women) in a male environment makes any request for differentiated treatment seem 
an exception to the dominant male-derived norms at work; and the operation of male-designed 
rules, practices and behaviours that consciously or otherwise impede women’s progress and 
undervalue women’s effort. The tension between the personal needs, demands, and social 
expectations of care and the demands imposed by the image of the ideal academic worker as a 
male who is fully “married” to his work and unburdened by care responsibilities, continues to 
represent a significant obstacle to advancing gender equality in academia and is a key challenge 
for future policy action. Masculine norms governing academic work, deeply embedded in an 
institution from which women were excluded for centuries, are proving resistant to change.  
As a result, the tension between care and work in higher education institutions continues to affect 
women to a very different extent than it does men (Armenti 2000; Ward & Bensimon 2003).  
5
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First, this tension may act as a deterrent to young women researchers when making decisions 
about their future careers. Studies indicate that work-family conflict contributes to attrition 
among graduate students, postdoctoral scientists, and early career scientists (Long, 1987; Xie & 
Shauman, 2003; Long, Fonseca & Bao, 2011).  
 
Second, many of those women who pursue a full career in academia may remain single and 
childless, and often uprooted, in order to fulfil the masculine expectations of the good academic. 
Recent research has revealed how these women suffer from a form of “care precarity” in relation 
both to the care of others (e.g., frail parents, friends and siblings) and the care of oneself 
(Ivancheva et al., 2019; Grummell et al., 2009). This research is important as it highlights the 
need to incorporate the concept of care precarity to our broader thinking of gender justice in the 
academic and research domains.  
 
Third, many women who remain in the academic world and try to reconcile work and care 
demands may face significant barriers in reaching to the top the academic career ladder. These 
barriers are highly gendered. For example, studies examining the effects of having children on 
the research productivity of men demonstrates no negative outcomes (Bellas & Toutkoushian, 
1999; Cole & Zuckerman, 1987; Fox, 1995; Hamovich & Morgenstern, 1977; Zuckerman, 
1987), while having children produces a negative effect for the research productivity of women 
faculty (Hargens et al., 1978; Sonnert & Holton, 1995).  Given that research performance is 
widely adopted as an indicator of excellence, many women in academia reconciling work and 
care stay in lower and middle rank positions, have higher teaching loads, and less opportunities 
to lead on research projects, especially if these require international mobility (Wilson, 2004). 
6
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However, other research has found that reaching top positions while balancing work and care is 
possible for women when a set of favorable conditions are in place, and that motherhood can be 
a positive factor for women on the tenure track (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2004; Wolf-Wendel & 
Ward, 2006). 
 
Taken together these features of the academy and care are indicative of an institutional, and 
institutionalized, culture of bias and non-recognition towards women in the STEM environment. 
 
Current Responses to Gender Equality in Science and Technology Higher Education 
A recent evaluation of national action plans in the European Research Area concluded that to 
achieve gender equality in higher education required further efforts in the following areas: 
increasing the enrolment and retention of women in science, implementing work-life balance 
policies, reducing the gender pay gap, removing obstacles to women’s career progression, and 
improving the integration of gender in research and innovation (European Commission, 2019b, 
p. 9). Implementing actions in these areas requires an overarching national and institutional 
framework, and a strategic commitment to advancing gender equality. This high-level 
commitment is now in place, in line with the 2015 European Council Conclusions on Advancing 
Gender Equality in the European Research Area1, and the European Research Area Roadmap2 
(European Research Area and Innovation Committee, 2018). Strategic attention to, and 
embedding, of gender equality and diversity in universities of science and technology is now 
prevalent, evidenced by high level commitments and the implementation of gender equality 
plans (Klee et al., 2019a, p. 36). Actions focused in these areas map on to the four frames for 
                                                          
1 http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14846-2015-INIT/en/pdf (accessed 14 September 2019) 
2 http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8975-2015-INIT/en/pdf (accessed 14 September 2019) 
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understanding gender inequality in organisations in general (Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Kolb et al., 
2003). The frames and their related policy solutions are: a) fixing women; b) valuing the 
feminine, c) creating equal opportunity; and d) revising existing organisational cultures.  
 
Fixing Women 
From this perspective, gender inequalities in academia are due to differences in attitudes, 
preferences and behaviours among men and women arising from sex-role socialisation. This line 
of thinking says that socialised differences put women at a disadvantage vis-à-vis men as they 
have an impact on ambition, motivation and perceptions of what work or knowledge is valued 
and considered to be of merit. According to this logic, if women developed the appropriate (i.e. 
male) traits and skills, they would be better equipped to compete with men and would secure a 
greater share of position, legitimacy and power in existing organisational structures. Therefore, 
this frame recommends the promotion of measures that aim to eradicate socialized differences by 
strengthening women’s skills that are considered essential for success, thus enabling them to 
perform on a par with men. These measures include: leadership development, mentoring, 
assertiveness training and networking. They are targeted at individual women, while leaving 
existing organizational structures and values intact. 
 
Valuing the Feminine 
This analytical approach nuances the ‘fixing women’ perspective. It considers women’s 
disadvantage in organisations a consequence of the dominance of male norms and expectations 
in relation to behaviours, styles, and forms of work. As a result, traits traditionally associated 
with women and femininity are devalued and suppressed. This frame thus conceptualises gender 
8
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‘as socialized differences between men and women, embodied in different masculine and 
feminine styles or “ways of being”’ (Kolb et al., 2003, p. 11). Typical measures aim to give 
voice to a women’s perspective, and to celebrate women in their feminized difference rather than 
devalue them. Interventions suggested by this approach include consciousness-raising and 
training to make people aware of the differences between women’s and men’s styles, skills, and 
perspectives and to show the benefits that feminine–ascribed traits such as listening, 
collaborating and nurturing can bring to the organisation. However, like the previous approach, 
this one also leaves structural sources of gender inequalities intact, and it is unlikely that the 
measures proposed succeed in changing existing organisational values. Furthermore, in equating 
women with feminine attributes and men with masculine attributes, this perspective is likely to 
reinforce gender stereotypes and thus obstruct rather than facilitate organisational change.  
 
Equal Opportunity 
Unlike the two former frames that problematize individual behaviour and expectations, this third 
analytical approach focuses on structural barriers to women’s advancement. From this 
perspective, gender inequalities in higher education result from differential gender-related 
structures of opportunity that impede women’s academic career trajectories. As these are 
structures that reward people (traditionally men) who can leverage the advantages of access to 
informal networks, availability to work long hours, and uninterrupted career paths, the aim of 
measures developed within this approach is to create equal opportunities for men and women by 
dismantling the structural barriers women face to acquiring these advantages. Such measures 
typically include: a) affirmative action programmes aimed at increasing the proportion of women 
in positions traditionally held by men; b) more transparent recruitment and promotion processes; 
9
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b) mentoring programs that compensate women for their lower access to informal networks; and 
c) flexible work and other family-work balance programmes that take some account of care 
responsibilities.  Measures of this kind are frequently presented in organizational gender action 
plans and are recommended in European reviews of gender equality in research and innovation, 
as noted above. 
 
Yet, the equal opportunities-focused perspective can be critically appraised on a number of 
grounds. One argument is that its main formula for redressing gender inequalities is still to help 
women to adjust to a set of institutional norms and values originally designed by men and for 
men, while the system itself is not changed. Thus, in their study of the processes of recruitment 
and selection of full professors in the Netherlands, Van den Brink & Benschop (2012, p. 81) 
acknowledge the benefits of equal opportunities measures while also warning of the pitfalls 
when these are taken:  
These measures then, mainly adhere to gender equality from an equal 
opportunities perspective — helping women to adjust to the male world (…). 
As important as these measures are, when implemented alone as the primary 
solution to the problem of gender inequality among full professors they have a 
limited effect on the structure, norms and practices in academia. They can even 
strengthen the idea that women are the problem and have to be fixed instead of 
the academic system itself. 
 
In the specific context of higher education, a gender equality policy with a strong emphasis on 
equal opportunities could very well entail that the hegemonic epistemic authority of men is left 
unquestioned.  
 
10
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A second criticism of this perspective is that a focus on gender parity in equal opportunities 
interventions can render invisible embedded gender inequalities in HE institutions, and in 
particular the gendered construction of the norms and practices governing processes of selection 
and promotion. In other words, an increased representation of women at different ranks of the 
academic career may give the illusion that equality has already been achieved. Yet the reality 
might be that male-gendered norms would still influence what is valued in academia (Nielsen, 
2018). Indeed, there is evidence that gender bias in evaluations of scientific excellence is most 
prevalent in those academic fields where there is more gender balance, such as in social and life 
sciences (Blake & La Valle, 2000; Van der Lee & Ellemers, 2015). In these fields, gender 
inequality might not be seen as a problem due to the healthy representation of academic women 
in these disciplines. Furthermore, without broader structural and cultural change, an equal 
opportunities policy focused on gender representation may have the effect of rendering women 
alone responsible for their own success or failure in advancing their careers (Lipton, 2017).  
 
Finally, it has been argued that equal opportunities interventions can create a backlash in the 
form of an increased resistance towards additional or future gender policies in universities. A 
gender equality policy based on affirmative action measures can lead to resentment among male 
colleagues and also to a constant questioning of the ‘merit’ of women who have made it to the 
top. KU Leuven provides an articulation of this reality: ‘women in higher functions experience 
more resistance and they feel that their leadership is less respected’ (KU Leuven, 2013, p. 11). 
As a result, some female academics may refuse to avail of these supportive policies (Van der 
Brink & Benschop, 2012).  
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Revise Existing Organisational Cultures 
In addition to the above three classical analytical frames, Ely & Meyerson (2000) and Kolb et al. 
(2003) introduce a fourth frame focusing on the underlying cultural and systemic factors causing 
gender inequalities in organisations. This lens sees gender as an organisational principle 
structuring all workplace practices and activities. From this constructivist perspective, gender is 
neither an individual characteristic nor simply a basis for discrimination, but a complex set of 
social relations enacted across a range of social practices both within and outside organizations. 
These practices tend to reflect and support men’s experiences and life situations and they include 
at least four categories: 1) formal policies and procedures such as work rules, labour contracts, 
managerial directives, job descriptions, and performance appraisal systems; 2) informal work 
practices, norms, and patterns of work, such as the organization’s norms about how work is to be 
done, the distribution of roles and responsibilities, the information that people receive about how 
to advance in the organization, and the organization’s tacit criteria for competence, authority, 
commitment, and ‘fit’; 3) narratives about who succeeds, who fails and why, and 4) informal 
patterns of everyday social interaction. To revise such arrangements, the fourth frame engages in 
long-term cultural change aimed at challenging the existing norms embedded in the organisation.  
A major barrier often cited in relation to cultural change in organisations is the pervasiveness of 
gender stereotypes leading to unconscious gender bias in selection, promotion and other 
evaluative processes. Unconscious (or implicit) bias is defined as: 
…when we make judgments or decisions on the basis of our prior experience, 
our own personal deep-seated thought patterns, assumptions or 
interpretations, and we are not aware that we are doing it  
(Uta Frith, quoted in EIGE, 2016, p. 7)  
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The most common policy measures used to tackle gender bias in academia include: 
implicit/unconscious bias training of academic leaders and members of selection panels; 
increasing the gender balance of selection panels and committees; and celebrating and valuing 
(gender) diversity by giving visibility to women’s work and achievements.  
 
However, when this frame is applied without the other frames it runs the risk of overlooking both 
the roots and the legacy of discrimination against women and other historically oppressed 
minorities. In other words, it may neglect gender-power relations and its effects on women’s 
prospects, and expectations, in relation to their academic careers. For example, due to the long 
history of male of power in university institutions, the concept of merit has become imbricated 
with masculinity so that when we conjure up the idea of someone with epistemic authority, 
knowledge and competence, this person is invariably a man.  By contrast, merit and the feminine 
‘remain prima facie disjunctive’ (Thornton, 2013, p. 130). This idea is nicely put by Mary Beard 
(2017) when reflecting upon her own experience:  
If we close our eyes and try to conjure up the image of a president or - to move 
into the knowledge economy – a professor, what most of us see is not a woman. 
And that is just as true even if you are a woman professor: the cultural 
stereotype is so strong that, at the level of those close-your-eyes fantasies, it is 
still hard for me to imagine me, or someone else like me, in my role. 
 
The above insight shows that, in changing the culture of higher education institutions, embracing 
diversity will not suffice unless enduring gender-power relations are disrupted. However, power 
is not only something that individuals or groups possess; if that was the case, then increasing the 
gender balance of top academic positions would make a significant impact on gender equality.  
Yet, if we understand power as being productive (or constitutive) which is exercised through 
13
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relationships (Eveline & Bacchi, 2010) and that our concepts of academic ‘merit’ and 
‘excellence’ are constructs resulting from a long history of masculine power in higher education, 
then for institutional change to happen, the assumed neutrality of those concepts - merit and 
excellence - must be challenged.   
 
Hence, beyond aspiring towards gender parity in university leadership positions and 
implementing visibility measures aimed at disrupting the association of academic merit and 
excellence with masculinity, the question remains as to how the neutrality of those concepts can 
be challenged through policy interventions. Van den Brink & Benschop (2012) propose a 
number of measures aimed at disrupting the entrenched imbalance of power in universities. 
These include revision of the way candidates are evaluated in recruitment and promotion 
processes. For example, assessment of professional qualifications should, in their view, include 
teaching and administration, not only research, while the evaluation of research output should 
take into account the actual research time available (Van den Brink & Benschop, 2012).  
 
However, according to these authors, the deep institutional entrenchment of the merit principle – 
which dictates that candidates should be appointed on the basis of merit and which is assumed to 
offer the same chances to all candidates that are equally ‘meritorious’, irrespective of their 
gender - constitutes one of the principal resistances to institutional change in universities.  
Criticisms of the claim that evaluations of merit and academic excellence are objective and 
gender neutral, together with calls for a revision of current meritocratic systems in academia 
have also been put forward by other scholars (Castilla, 2008; Knights & Richards, 2003; 
Krefting, 2003; Özbilgin, 2009). In their view, current constructions of ‘merit’ reproduce 
14
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structures of inequality in universities and, therefore, gender equality policies will not be 
effective until measures addressing this issue are fully incorporated in institutional plans and 
practices.      
 
Gender Equality Initiatives in Universities of Science and Technology 
A recent CESAER equality survey (2019b) provides a range of best practice examples from 
universities of technology that focus on improving equality and diversity in their institutions. 
Some offer radical possibilities for addressing issues of epistemic authority and justice in a 
gender equality context. The ETH Zurich campaign Respect. Full Stop. and the University of 
Strathclyde Equally Safe in Higher Education (ESHE) are two initiatives that get to the core of 
gender power relations and elicit discussions about appropriate interactions in a context of 
hierarchical relationships. ETH Zurich used provocative posters across the institution, articles in 
staff and student media, and short videos to encourage discussion on personal boundaries, 
inappropriate behavior and the meaning of ‘respect’. The University of Strathclyde developed a 
toolkit to challenge gender-based violence in Scottish higher education institutions, conducted 
awareness-raising campaigns and gender-based violence prevention education programmes for 
its staff and students. The programme influenced the Scottish Funding Council to issue guidance 
to all Scottish universities to address this issue in their institutional gender action plans. These 
measures focus on changing the institutional culture. 
 
Supporting women’s epistemic authority was a focus of the Technical University Vienna and the 
Technical University Berlin. In TU Vienna, an initiative from the Rector’s Office took the form 
of triennial target agreements defining gender objectives with each of the University’s eight 
15
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faculties. This action requires the deans to be accountable for reaching pre-agreed goals. Actions 
to achieve these goals include identifying specific vacancies or grants for which only women can 
apply, and funding the participation of women in international conferences and workshops to the 
same extent as men. The TU Berlin Joint Programmes for Female Scientists & Professionals 
‘promotes alternative career paths for women in academia and inter-sectoral collaboration’ (Klee 
et al., 2019b, p. 14). The target group are women employed in engineering and technical 
companies (e.g. Siemens, BMW), and the Visiting Professorship enables them to be seconded to 
TU Berlin for one or two semesters. The programme offers additional role models in engineering 
and technical sciences, encourages knowledge exchange between industry and the university, 
and recognizes and promotes women’s expertise in engineering. These actions focus on 
redressing unequal opportunities. 
 
Initiatives to support women’s participation in decision-making were undertaken by KTH Royal 
Institute of Technology and the Technical University of Braunschweig. In KTH, a Gender and 
Leadership for Change (GOFL) programme sought to empower women to become change 
leaders. The year-long programme comprised guest lectures on gender equality, power and 
decision-making, discussions and practical group exercises, and individual research. The 
observable effect of the programme is an increased recognition of equality issues, and their 
cultural and structural aspects, in the departments of the GOFL participants.  
 
In TU Braunschweig, regulations set by the local government require at least a 40% gender 
balance on boards and administrative committees, and 50% in nominations to those boards. The 
university recognized that this regulation placed a particularly onerous burden on senior women 
16
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given their under-representation in engineering and technology and other STEM fields. To 
redress this gendered burden, the university created PROfessorin, involving compensation 
options of a material and human resources kind - student assistants to aid in the delivery of 
teaching duties, for example. Ghent University launched a HeForShe Campaign in 2016, the 
only university in Belgium to undertake this initiative. It was led by the 11 deans (all male) who 
in a video personally expressed their commitment to gender equality and outlined the areas they 
sought to improve in their faculty. The impact is evidenced in the growth of women holding 
leadership positions - from 8% to 26% in two years - and the election of 3 female deans, from 0, 
in 2018. These measures have elements of ‘fixing’ women along with rebalancing women’s 
opportunities for advancement. 
 
Other universities of technology sought to promote women’s research leadership. The Karlsruhe 
Institute of Technology created a Development Program for High Potentials in Chemistry. Its 
primary aim was to support especially female researchers become Principal Investigators, though 
the programme was open to suitably qualified male researchers. Of the eleven postdoctoral 
researchers selected, eight were women. The programme led to an increase of gender awareness 
among the university community, and programme participants secured leading positions in 
academia and industry.  There are also examples of initiatives to address gender stereotypes, 
such as that of Aalto University. In Shaking up Tech, 200 young women from high schools in 
Finland participated in a programme that sought to demystify and de-masculinise a career in 
technology. After the event, the participants declaring to be very interested in technology as a 
career increased four-fold.   
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The innovative practices above illustrate the heightened level of awareness among universities of 
technology of the need to tackle gender inequality. A number of them demonstrate impact on the 
culture and practices of their institution in advancing gender equality. For the most part, the 
measures can be categorized as a mix of individual capacity-building and enhancing institutional 
gender awareness ascribed to the ‘fixing women’, ‘equal opportunities’ and ‘organisational 
practices’ approaches. These actions help women, individually and as a group, to progress and 
flourish in universities of technology, but they do not aid the recognition and deconstruction of 
gender power relations in academia. Nor do they alter the manner in which academic merit and 
epistemic authority is determined.  
 
Epistemic Justice as an Approach to Promoting Gender Equality 
Although gender equality plans are important instruments in engaging the attention of a higher 
education institution to gender equality, their normative basis does not necessarily lead to an 
unsettling of embedded inequality. As early progress gives way to tackling more entrenched 
attitudes and practices, promoters of gender equality plans are likely to experience resistance to 
this agenda. The way forward, then, is to ground gender equality plans in a robust argument that 
can provide promoters of equality with strong justifications for their work. One way to do so is to 
employ the concept of epistemic justice as the foundation for gender equality action. Given that 
technological universities have a more intractable inequality issue to address than other 
universities, and that the resistances are likely to be more entrenched, epistemic justice can 
provide that normative underpinning argument.  
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In higher education and research institutions, epistemic exchanges are at the heart of everyday 
activities and social interactions. Furthermore, the mission, goals and values of these institutions, 
as knowledge producers and transmitters, are predominantly epistemic. In her work on epistemic 
injustice, Miranda Fricker (2007) identifies one kind of injustice (testimonial injustice), which 
occurs when someone is wronged in her capacity as a knower. According to Fricker, testimonial 
injustice occurs when a speaker’s assertions are given unduly low weight because of a listener’s 
prejudices about the social group to which the speaker belongs. Epistemic injustice thus occurs 
when the credibility /epistemic authority that a person deserves does not correspond to the 
credibility/epistemic authority that she is afforded. If we understand power as constitutive of 
epistemic norms and practices (Eveline & Bacchi, 2010) and conceptualise the notions of ‘merit’ 
and ‘excellence’ that confer epistemic authority as constructs resulting from a long history of 
masculine power in academic and research organisations, then for gender equality institutional 
change to happen, the assumed neutrality of those concepts must be challenged.   
 
Power, and more particularly, identity power, is at the centre of testimonial exchanges in which 
knowledge is imparted from speaker to hearer. Fricker identifies gender as a key dimension of 
identity power so that when, for example, a man silences or patronises a woman in a testimonial 
exchange, identity power is at work, albeit in combination with other forms of social power 
(Fricker, 1998). In revisiting Fricker’s concept of epistemic injustice, Hookway (2010) includes 
not only practices that discriminate against certain social groups as knowers but also, and more 
predominantly, as inquirers.  
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Scientific inquiry involves a wide variety of actions such as posing research questions, forming 
hypotheses, designing methodologies, setting up instruments, gathering evidence, analysing, 
interpreting and disseminating results, and so on. These are predominantly social practices and, 
as such, epistemic injustice will be rarely reducible to individual acts of injustice because 
epistemic authority can only be conferred by an epistemic community according to established 
norms. The social character of such norms does not guarantee that processes of credibility 
assessment will be necessarily objective, as they may favour those groups who are already 
powerful or privileged in academia. Thus, individuals who are male, middle class, middle-aged 
and white are more likely to be granted epistemic authority in relation (at least in Western 
societies) to individuals who are female, belong to an ethnic minority group, are young or old 
(Code, 1991; Fricker, 1998; Jones, 2002). Furthermore, dominant groups in higher education and 
research institutions may block access to others with a view to preserving their power positions. 
This is carried out, for example, by promoting the characteristics, career patterns and markers of 
scientific excellence that they are supposed to have and that subordinates are supposed to lack. 
Epistemic injustice, in sum, is a form of injustice that results in the exclusion from epistemic 
communities of individuals belonging to certain social groups. This exclusion hinders the ability 
of those individuals to use the shared resources that are necessary in knowledge production, 
thwarting the development of their own epistemic potential and the attainment of their epistemic 
goals.  
 
In a similar vein, epistemic injustice can be viewed as a form of cultural injustice linked to either 
misrecognition or non-recognition, whereby an individual or a social group ‘is not deemed one’s 
conversational peer’ (Giladi, 2018, p. 145; McConkey, 2004; Medina, 2011). Indeed, in 
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academic and research contexts, the granting of epistemic authority is an act by which we 
recognise an individual as competent and trustworthy in relation to the various activities required 
for the production and transmission of knowledge. Thus, when in those contexts an individual is 
misrecognised or non-recognised on the basis of her gender, this results in her being 
marginalised within an epistemic community (and even excluded from it) which seriously 
hinders her ability to develop her epistemic agency to the full. One illustration of the 
gender/power dynamics at the root of (gender) epistemic injustice in higher education institutions 
is the kind of interactions often observed in, for example, an academic seminar discussion. 
Questions such as the following help identify the power relations in operation in the micro-
settings of daily academic life:  
 Who receives and who gives eye contact when speaking?  
 Who dominates the discussion in terms of time, offers opinion on every point, speaks 
over others, and who is being cut-off short or remains silent?  
 Whose ideas are regularly developed and whose are ignored or rarely picked up?  
 Whose body language shows confidence and whose deference and insecurity?   
 Who sits at the top of the table or at the front and who avoids occupying these places? 
(Reed, 2018, p. 185).     
 
How this cultural source of injustice can become distinctly epistemic is more clearly seen when 
repeated acts of misrecognition or non-recognition lead to epistemic oppression. Defined as ‘a 
persistent epistemic exclusion that hinders one’s contribution to knowledge production’ and 
characterised by an inability ‘to utilize persuasively shared epistemic resources within a given 
community of knowers in order to participate in knowledge production and, if required, the 
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revision of those same resources’ (Dotson, 2014, p. 115), epistemic forms of oppression show 
the extent to which epistemic injustice harms the individuals who suffer them. Being denied 
credibility means that one is discouraged from fully developing one’s intellectual capabilities and 
aspirations. It is a form of injustice that ‘can cause deep and wide harm to a person’s psychology 
and practical life, and it is too often passed over in silence’ (Fricker, 2007, p. 145). These harms 
include loss of confidence in one’s intellectual abilities and lack of self-belief, all of which are 
essential conditions to participate in scientific inquiry and the production of knowledge.  
 
Restoring epistemic justice, then, requires a normative account of gender justice that unveils, and 
articulates, the multiple ways in which the withholding of epistemic authority on the basis of 
gender damages individual women, academic institutions and scientific inquiry. This conceptual 
argument also needs to legitimate policy action that is oriented to delivering a change in the 
gender-power relations that sustain epistemic injustice. When this understanding of gender 
equality informs policy action, there is the possibility of addressing deeply-ingrained institutional 
norms and practices in a sustained, and sustainable, manner. 
 
Conclusion 
There is considerable scope for addressing the core problem of who is accorded epistemic 
authority, upon which careers are favoured and advanced, in science and technology universities. 
To be fair, few universities of any type tackle the extent to which gender inequalities are based 
on biased judgements of merit and excellence. It is clear that much research remains to be done 
to assess these frames to universities of science and technology, given their particular 
manifestation of male hegemony. 
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This point returns to the initial purpose of a university - to create and transmit knowledge - and 
to the role of gender power in the construction of epistemic norms and practices that determine 
privilege on the one hand and marginalization on the other. To move beyond the four 
conventional frames and their related practices requires an engagement with the criteria on which 
merit and excellence are assessed. It furthermore requires an appreciation of the deeply-ingrained 
biases in knowledge production and transmission and a willingness to address these biases in 
gender equality action plans.  The questions offered by Reed (2018) outlined earlier in this 
discussion show how the micro-practices of academic life carry gendered biases and epistemic 
injustice. Unpacking the analytical potential of epistemic justice, then, requires an examination 
of how gender power relations are manifest in a higher education context. In this regard, the 
themes of knowledge, power, and norms of merit (or of excellence) are helpful in illuminating 
the extent to which gender inequality is addressed.  Given their clear gendered profiles and 
cultures, universities of science and technology provide the ideal contexts in which to develop 
and test the potential for epistemic justice to deliver sustained and sustainable gender equality.  
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